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"But really, Ma'am, I think it would be very hard upon younger sisters, that they should not have their share of society and amusement because the elder may not have the means or inclination to marry early."
And here is how one of those younger sisters uses it in the same novel while providing her own appropriate remark on the subject. "Society" in these examples has nothing to do with conventions, laws, or traditions; perhaps its closest synonyms are "company" or "companionship." Similarly, "social" does not mean "of or pertaining to the institutions of society" but "gregarious" or, as we would now say it, "sociable." Far from being an abstraction, then, "society" always suggests for Jane Austen the presence of other individuals with whom it is either a duty or a pleasure to mix.
Of course it may be objected that criticism need not be limited to the vocabulary of its subjects. After all, Jane Austen never uses the word "irony," and yet that term has proven to be one of the most useful words for describing the quality of her vision. Indeed, it is not part of my intention to bar any word from criticism that serves its function in illuminating a text. But in this case, the "sociological" definition of "society" has had the effect of disinfecting Jane Austen's novels a little too thoroughly, of removing from them the complex sense of lived social life.
In the Austen criticism of the 40s (I am thinking now of D.W. Harding's classic "Regulated Hatred: An Aspect of the Work of Jane Austen"5), this strong and sometimes sardonic sense of "other people" was, of course, much emphasized-in fact, too much so, for it led to an essentially false image of Jane Austen as a silent rebel with an unspoken hatred of the people around her. But though such criticism certainly overstated its case, it had at least the salutary effect of reminding us that Jane Austen wrote as a private individual in a milieu in which publicity-Mrs. Bennet's "visiting and news" (5)-was a matter of course. To downplay or ignore this sense of social life, of "other people," is to lose something important in any of Jane Austen's novels. But it is particularly regrettable in the case of Pride and Prejudice, where the aura of a small, enclosed community of talking, visiting, and company is so strong.
It is not simply that an important historical dimension to the novel is lost, however. For the abstraction of the word "society" has also led, I think, to a fundamental misconception of Jane Austen's dialectic. As we can see most explicitly in the quotation from Alistair Duckworth, there has been a tendency in such discussions of the "individual' and "society" to allegorize Elizabeth and Darcy into representatives of those respective terms. Elizabeth, then, reveals the energy, the impulsiveness, the respect for personal merit which characterizes individualism, while Darcy, with his sense of propriety and his noble family connections, stands for "society" or the established social codes. Putting these terms aside, however, what is important is that the issues of Pride and Prejudice are much less abstract and much more localized than sometimes stated. And they have to do with nothing less than the conditions of personal existence in the small town world of three or four country families whichJane Austen delighted to describe. For in such a world social participation could be a a duty, a delight, or a danger. In a novel like Emma, for instance, it is clear that society does have claims, not simply, as Emma learns, because the repetition of "old news, and heavy jokes" (E:219) may be all that is left of enjoyment to people like Miss Bates and her mother, but because the quality of that society depends upon the willingness of those with superior moral and intellectual qualifications (like Emma and Darcy) to contribute to its tone and to be responsible for its sanity and generosity.
But just as clearly, there are limits to society and sociability which are inherent in the very confinement of small-town living. These limits are explored in such characters as Sir John Middleton in Sense and Sensibility, Mr. Weston and Miss Bates in Emma and, in very specific ways, in Bingley and Jane Bennet in Pride and Prejudice. But it is finally in Pride and Prejudice as a whole that we get our clearest look at what might be called the dialectic of social participation in Jane Austen's novels. For it is only there that she fully explored the necessary tension between the impulse, indeed the responsibility, to be open, engaged and responsive members of a community, and the need for reserve, distance, and privacy lest social intercourse become vulgarized and degraded by familiarity.
I
At the beginning of Pride and Prejudice, in fact even before we have proceeded twenty pages, our disposition towards much that follows is formed by an initial, and seemingly simple, antithesis. At the Meryton ball, the first public event of the novel, we meet two men between whom there is "a great opposition of character" (16 Unlike her cousin, Egerton Brydges, whom she criticized for his sloppy novelistic methods, Jane Austen never introduces characters merely to be described.6 Nor does she ever describe a character simply because he figures in the action of the novel. Her characterizations always serve thematic as well as mimetic purposes. The extended contrast between Darcy and Bingley is no exception. For the opposition between openness, candour, and sociability on the one hand, and reserve, fastidiousness, and exclusiveness on the other is not allowed to end here. Indeed, once we have expanded our notion of Darcy's social distance to include its apparent source in his snobbish regard for wealth and great connections, we can trace the same opposition at work in the "grouping" of some of the other characters.
At almost the same time that we encounter the differences between Darcy and Bingley, we are also introduced to the characters and dispositions of Bingley's sisters. Elizabeth immediately suspects that they do not possess the same open temper and sociable good nature as their brother-"their behaviour at the assembly had not been calculated to please in general"-and the narrator soon leaves us no doubt about it. The sisters, we are told, are "proud and conceited," and though not incapable of being agreeable when they wished to please, have become so enamoured of their own beauty, wealth, and rank (the latter almost entirely mythical, of course) that they now believe themselves fully "entitled to think well of themselves, and meanly of others" (15).
If this description were not in itself sufficient to suggest the association of Bingley's sisters with Darcy's own apparent brand of pride and conceit,7 we are certainly invited to make the connection by subsequent events. For once Elizabeth has taken the measure of Bingley's sisters' "superciliousness" (21), she finds it easy to believe them as "charmingly group'd" (53) with Darcy in their opinions as they are in their walks. In fact, much of the animosity we feel towards Darcy in the first part of the novel is created by a form of guilt by association. 
JANE AUSTEN'S SOCIETY
We are shown the snobbishness, the shallowness, the ill-nature of the Bingley sisters; we extrapolate Darcy's few remarks or actions, as Jane Austen quite intends that we should, to resemble those of the people who are so much his companions.8 But while we are thus building up a sense of Darcy and the two Bingley sisters as a group united by a common pride and selfishness, it is hard to resist seeing Bingley and the two Bennet sisters as an antithetical group characterized by a generous sociability. At least part of this sense of polarization is the result of our age-old interest in comic resolution. Jane and Bingley are clearly established as lovers, and we can see quite as well as Elizabeth that they are meant for one another. Darcy and Bingley's sisters, on the other hand, are cast in the role of the "blocking society," holding out for wealth and connections against true love. But though plot certainly reinforces our sense of the polarity of the two groups, the real contrasts and differences are established by the remarks and reactions of Elizabeth.
A noble tradition in Jane Austen criticism has cast Elizabeth in the role of ironic commentator and has even suggested that her irony is subversive of society.9 But this is again to misunderstand the nature of society in the novel. For while Elizabeth is certainly fond of laughing at the follies and inconsistencies of her fellows, her wit is almost completely social in its bias. Far from being either detached from or subversive of society, her irony normally claims as its victims precisely those selfish, vain, or foolish people (like Miss Bingley, Darcy, Collins or Lady Catherine) who either cannot or will not contribute to making society as lively, open, and full of community as a good conversation. The people whom she instinctively prefers, men like Bingley, Wickham, and Colonel Fitzwilliam, are all open, agreeable, sociable people, with "a happy readiness of conversation" (72). And even Elizabeth's occasional bitternesses arise not from any real detachment from society, but from too great a dependence upon its merely superfi8We are told, for instance, that the Bingley sisters can be agreeable when they wish to be. And in fact we see them turn on their charm more or less when they will. Their reserve seems to be under their own control. In Darcy's case, reserve is a part of his character, and it is by no means clear that he will ever be entirely comfortable in society. Yet Jane's remark, early in the novel, before we have had a chance to know Darcy, makes it almost impossible for us to interpret Darcy's reserve in this way. " 'Miss Bingley told me,' said Jane, 'that he never speaks much unless among his intimate acquaintance. With them he is remarkably agreeable' " (19). This again seems to make Darcy and the Bingley sisters all of a kind. 
III
It is a short-lived irony, however. For with the arrival of Darcy's letter, both Elizabeth and (to a lesser extent) the reader are shown to be partly wrong. The neat polarization of characters into groups and the unambiguous judgments of events are revealed to be too simpleat least where Darcy is concerned. It is appropriate, of course, that our common disillusionment should come by way of a letter, a simple narrative. For it has been largely the result of personality, of the dramatic immediacy of the events in the first part of the narrative that we have been deceived. Like Elizabeth, we have trusted ourselves too implicitly to qualities like liveliness, openness, and apparent good nature, without really questioning their ultimate value. Darcy's letter is thus the herald of a new sobriety and detachment which can be felt even in the mode of the novel itself as we move away from dramatic presentation towards the less exciting but more mediated account of events which characterizes the last half of Pride and Prejudice, particularly Lydia's elopement which we do not "see" at all.
This new sense of "distance" or detachment in the novel is, of course, entirely in keeping with the devaluation of sociability which now takes place. For if Elizabeth learns to distinguish between personal agreeableness and the more important quality of moral integrity, she also learns how little one can be taken as the index of the other. But to say that Elizabeth now sees the danger of judging people solely on the basis of qualities such as liveliness, candour, or conversability is to recognize only one part of a rather complex shift of perspective. For in admitting that she has misjudged Darcy, Elizabeth is now faced with the problem of understanding him. It is a problem she shares with the reader. With Darcy's departure from Rosings, our chance of observing him first hand is gone for another fifty pages. It is upon Darcy's letter, then, and the light it throws upon his earlier actions that we must rely in beginning to reassess his character. And if it is to be a positive revaluation, that letter must enable us to see the past action of the novel in quite a different way. If it does not allow us to excuse the extent of Darcy's pride, it must at least make it possible for us to accept Darcy's own estimate of his character-that his faults are rather of temper than understanding (58).
In fact, this is exactly what the letter does. By explaining that his objections to Elizabeth's family were based primarily on the grounds of their "impropriety" rather than their deficiency in great connections, Darcy's letter opens the way not only for a reassessment of his character and behaviour but to the recognition that there may be a form of pride and reserve which differs from that of mere snobbishness, and which may be both unobjectionable and necessary. But before we can get anywhere with this new look at Darcy, we must first get rid of some important misconceptions about "propriety." For most modern readers the word "propriety" has nothing but unfortunate connotations. Seen through the distorting lens of the Victorian age, the word has come to stand for a kind of rigid and even hypocritical adherence to the outward customs and usages of polite society. Indeed it is perhaps this conception of the word as much as anything which has contributed to the idea that Darcy "stands for" the "social restraints" imposed upon individual freedom.
JANE AUSTEN'S SOCIETY
ForJane Austen and, in fact, for most people of the 18th century, on the other hand, the word had not become so fixed or so pejorative. It was in a state of flux. For though it was just beginning to take on something like the meaning we now attribute to it, most of the eighteenth-century definitions of "propriety" still carried the impress of its Latin root, proprius, meaning "belonging to the individual," or, in other words, "peculiar," "characteristic." Far from suggesting a conformity to common rule, then, most senses of the word still connoted a concern for what was unique, special, or "proper" to a circumstance or person. We must keep this in mind if we are to see how Jane Austen understood the word.
As it is most frequently used in Pride and Prejudice, "propriety" suggests a kind of behaviour which is particularly careful not to violate the privacy, the integrity, and the right to respectability of every individual. As a concept governing social relations, then, "propriety" is intimately concerned with the discretion and reserve necessary to prevent individuals or actions from becoming "common" through excessive familiarity. Wickham's "general unreserve" about his relations with Mr. Darcy, his freedom in allowing his claims to be "openly acknowledged and publicly canvassed" (138), though another instance of his apparent sociability, is, in truth, an act of "impropriety" because it represents a breach of such discretion and privacy, a breach made all the more culpable since "respect for [Darcy's] father" ought to have stopped him from "exposing the son" (207).
Mr. Bennet's "impropriety . . . as a husband" (236) shows a similar disregard for necessary social distance. By continually "exposing his wife to the contempt of her own children" (236), Mr. Bennet is, in effect, robbing her of the respect which is due to her as both a wife and mother, no matter how silly she is.
But if "propriety" thus enjoins a certain respect for the individuality and reputation of other people, it also prescribes a concern for, indeed a pride in, one's own name and character. And it is in this sense of the word "propriety" that Darcy finds the Bennets lacking as a family. And it is for this reason that he is reluctant to see Bingley connect himself with them. " 'For what do we live,' " Mr. Bennet asks Elizabeth, " 'but to make sport for our neighbours, and laugh at them in our turn?' " (364). It is all too typical a question. For having lost all respect and esteem for his wife, Mr. Bennet has now lost any respect he might have had for the name and character of the man who was fool enough to marry her. Caring little or nothing for his reputation as a gentleman, he allows his wife and daughters to make spectacles of themselves (and him) at any public place, and even contributes to their exposure. In so doing, of course, he may purchase a kind of grim entertainment, but it is finally at the expense of his own respectability as well as that of his family. And given the kind of talking, gossiping world described at the beginning of Pride and Prejudice, it is not to be expected that the contempt that Mr. Bennet shows for himself and his kin will be slow to be communicated to the rest of the community. With this in mind, then, I think we can now see the importance of Darcy's letter and the interval of time between its arrival and his reappearance in the novel. It is not that we give up our earlier notion of the contrast between reserve and sociability, but that our attitude towards both is radically redefined. Through Darcy's letter, we are forced to "re-see" the entire first half of the novel, to recognize not only the errors of judgment which can proceed from a prejudice for sociable people, but the limitations of sociability itself, the danger of living so much in the public eye that familiarity turns to contempt. But in thus revising our sense of the rights and wrongs of characters like Mr. and Mrs. Bennet and Wickham, we are slowly led to an appreciation of Darcy's superiority. For though we may still deplore the snobbishness and lack of consideration for others which is evident in his manner, we can now see that there is a positive need for qualities like pride and discretion that Darcy possesses.
The prominence given to Lydia in the fifty pages following Darcy's letter is only too obvious a reflection of these same issues. Lydia has been called "highly sexed" by at least one critic, and Jane Austen has been praised for her refusal to sentimentalize Lydia's strong "animal spirits."'0 But what characterizes Lydia is not so much passion as it is a mere carelessness about herself and her reputation. Brought out into society before her time and consequently without the kind of reserve or shyness which ought to characterize girls of her age"1 (contrast Georgiana Darcy at the other extreme), Lydia has always been loud and forward. But in the pages that follow Elizabeth's return to Longbourn, Lydia's indifference to publicity is stressed with such a heavy hand-" 'we talked and laughed so loud, that any body might have heard us ten miles off " (222)-that it seems surprising it has gone so long unnoticed. beth raised in our eyes by the conscientiousness of her attempts to act upon that knowledge, but the scene is thereby prepared for Elizabeth's trip to Pemberley just a few chapters off. Though she doesn't know it yet, Elizabeth's conversation with her father, her representations of the "improprieties of Lydia's general behaviour" (230), her concern for her family's "importance, [its] respectability in the world" (231-all of these are bringing her closer in spirit to Darcy than ever before in the novel, and helping to make possible the rapprochement which begins at Pemberley. The chapters at Pemberley, indeed, represent the second climax of the novel, and for many people its essential resolution.'2 Elizabeth has come to realize what we might call the "limits of sociability," the function of reserve, and the need for a "proper pride" in one's character. And Darcy, on his side, now reveals that he has recognized the errors of manner into which his excessive self-regard and exclusiveness have led. The result of this recognition is a new sociability. Never before has Elizabeth seen him so friendly, "so desirous to please, so free from self-consequence, or unbending reserve" (263) as he is at Pemberley. Instead of remaining detached and distant, he now makes every effort to be agreeable to Elizabeth and to the Gardiners to whom she now introduces him. The dialectic of sociability and reserve seems to have resolved itself perfectly into a new synthesis, and there seems to be little more reason to continue the novel except to complete the engagement between Darcy and Elizabeth.
That we should now see all this through Elizabeth's eyes is one of

IV
Why then does the novel go on? Why is Lydia's elopement necessary? Is it merely to prolong the suspense of the love plot? Is it a concession to the popular-novel-reading audience and its desire for melodrama? Is it that the elopement section of the novel is part of an earlier and insufficiently revised draft? All of these are possibilities, of course; but if we now shift attention away from the elopement as such and turn again to Darcy, I think we can at least make a case for another explanation.
The course of Darcy's progress in the novel is both consistent and revealing. Beginning in his chill refusal to participate in a dance, the entire history of his relationship with Elizabeth can be described as a struggle between the contrary impulses of pride and love-the one It is only through the events surrounding Lydia's elopement, then, that we arrive at the final adjustment of the relations between sociability and reserve. For with her usual good sense, Jane Austen realizes that however important it is to maintain one's dignity in the world, such dignity cannot be an end in itself. The final step Darcy takes towards an involvement in society, therefore, goes beyond the simple candour he learns when he begins to meet people like the Gardiners halfway. It includes being actively engaged in a society where to be a responsible, feeling, and discriminating adult means to risk at times the exposure to laughter.
For Darcy this means stepping down off the pedestal where his pride has kept him aloof in Grandisonian perfection, and joining the mass of men who, as Elizabeth will teach him, are laughing and laughed at. For whatever else it is, laughter is the great equalizer in Jane Austen's novels. And though it may vary in profundity from the vulgar "fun" of Lydia to the sociable playfulness of Elizabeth to the moral consciousness of Jane Austen herself, laughter is there as an eternal reminder that we are all part of one community, and not even the best of men can be totally beyond the responsibility and the reproach of belonging to it.
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